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Prologue
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Dr. Zachary Aldrin held in his hand the gun he would use to kill himself. 

His study was dark, save for the dim glow of a desk lamp casting long shadows against the walls. Stacks of papers littered the surface, filled with scribbled equations, and fragmented notes. Remnants of a mind that never stopped searching.

The rain tapped persistently against the window, beyond it, the mountain range looming over the town of Ridgevale pierced the stormy skies. A flash momentarily illuminated the jagged peaks and bathed the room in light, followed closely by a sharp crack of thunder. 

Zachary sat hunched over, staring at an old notebook, the worn pages filled with the desperate calculations of a man who spent his entire life chasing the impossible. 

His father’s work. 

His father’s obsession.

His obsession now.

He scanned through the notebook, barely registering the numbers and symbols anymore. He had run these calculations a thousand times. Rewritten and refined them until they blurred together into meaningless scrawls.

But no matter what he did, the outcome remained the same. Failure.

A bitter chuckle escaped his lips.

Was it poetic justice? That after decades of pursuing life. True, thinking, self-aware life. Every attempt had ended in death?

His father, Elias, died chasing this dream. Zachary watched him wither away, locked in his lab, drowning in work that never bore fruit. And now, here he was, doing the same.

Repeating the cycle.

Repeating his mistakes.

His daughter would never forgive him. She had stopped trying to reach him long ago. He had been absent even when he was there, just like his own father had been.

A ghost in his own home. A father just in name.

Zachary reached for the half-empty bottle of whiskey on his desk and took a slow sip, the sharp scent and burn that clung to the back of his throat barely registering.

He exhaled shakily, closing his eyes. 

His grip on the gun tightened. 

The key to end his anguish. 

His hands didn’t tremble as he raised his arm and pointed the gun at his temple.

There was no fear left in him. No hesitation.

Only the quiet, unshakable certainty that he had failed.

Failed as a scientist.

Failed as a father.

Failed as a man.

His gaze flickered to a lone photograph on the shelf. The only picture he had kept.

His daughter, maybe six or seven in the photo, smiling up at him with bright, unknowing eyes. Back when she still looked at him like he was someone.

A deep breath.

It was all going to end. It would finally be over.  

That thought brought him some joy and a slight smile on his face.

A single gunshot echoed through the empty house.

And Dr. Zachary Aldrin’s story ended.
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​​​Chapter 1: 
A Dead Man’s Office
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The room smelled stale as if sealed off from the world for months, the air thick with the scent of aging paper. 

A cracked window let in slivers of light, glinting off an old wooden desk. Dust clung to the edges of bookshelves and cold electronics that had long been powered down. 

Robert Fletcher stood just inside the doorway of Dr. Zachary Aldrin’s office, staring at the overwhelming task before him. He had come to Ridgevale as a freshman at the turn of the 2030s to chase a degree, not to rummage through some dead man’s relics. 

The Northwood University computer science department had already cleared out most of the valuable equipment, leaving behind piles of papers, scattered notes, trash on the floor, and old trinkets that no one seemed to care about.

Dr. Cartwright, the department head, had assigned him this job.

Just clear out the rest of his stuff, Mr. Fletcher. If there’s anything important, send it to the archives. If not, trash it.

Robert sighed. He hated these kinds of tasks. He was supposed to be working on his own research projects, not playing janitor. 

His fingers brushed against the desk’s dusty surface, tracing the outlines of coffee rings and scratches. 

He glanced at the spines of books crammed on the shelves. Advanced quantum mechanics, coding, and algorithm guides. 

His eyes settled on a slightly tilted framed certificate on the wall. Barely legible through a layer of dust was Dr. Aldrin’s name etched in gold, an acknowledgment of his years of service at the university. 

He didn’t know Dr. Aldrin personally, only that the man was a brilliant scientist. Or so he had heard.

As Robert started sorting through the desk drawers, several questions nagged at him. 

Why wasn’t anyone from Zachary’s family coming to claim his things? And how did he die? Old age? An accident?

He ran a hand through his perpetually disheveled hair. No time for questions. He had to finish this so he could go home before the school closed. 

°  °  °

After nearly two hours of flipping through papers and organizing what little was salvageable, Robert’s eyes landed on a small, gray filing cabinet pushed against the far wall. Unlike the other furniture, which looked well-used and haphazardly arranged, this cabinet was pristine and clearly important.

He walked towards the cabinet and tried to open the top drawer. Locked. 

A sense of unease and curiosity settled in his chest.

For a moment, he debated leaving it alone. After all, Cartwright had only told him to clean out the office, not break into locked cabinets. 

But curiosity gnawed at him. What was inside, and why was it kept hidden?

He finally gave in. His eyes swept over the room, ensuring he was alone. Then, heart pounding, he searched everywhere for a key. 

He finally found a set of three keys inside one of the desk drawers, tucked beneath a pile of old documents.

He picked it up and went straight for the cabinet. The second key he tried fit the lock perfectly.

Click.

The cabinet door creaked open, revealing several folders full of notes. Nothing valuable inside. Just the thick stack of folders stuffed with yellowed papers.

Robert picked it up carefully, opened one folder, and flipped through the first few pages.

The title on one of the folders in the stack immediately caught his attention.

PROJECT ARCHITECT—AGI Development

Robert frowned. AGI? Artificial General Intelligence?

That didn’t make sense. AGI research was abandoned years ago. Every attempt to develop a fully conscious AI had failed, and after multiple dead ends, the field had been all but discarded.

AI and machine learning systems are still present, found in practical applications such as autonomous vehicles, robot assistants, data management, and pattern recognition applications. 

Why would Zachary Aldrin, a man who specialized in computational theory, have research on AGI hidden away?

The papers weren’t just theories. They contained calculations, algorithms, and test results. This wasn’t just an idea.

This was a record of his experiments. His active pursuit of creating a conscious machine.  

Robert exhaled slowly, his hands gripping the folder. He had found something no one was supposed to see.

He froze as two grad students shuffled past the open door, their sneakers squeaking against the tiled floor.

Only when their voices faded beyond earshot did Robert slip the folder into his backpack. He cast a quick glance toward the door, making sure no one was watching. 

He forced himself to remain composed as he finished cleaning up. 

He stepped out into the hallway and walked toward Cartwright’s office a few doors down. 

Ahead of him was a university assistant robot, an older model, humanoid but clearly artificial with its metallic joints and synthetic voice, entered and delivered files to Cartwright’s desk. 

The professor barely acknowledged it, waving a dismissive hand as it turned smoothly on its servos and exited.

“I finished clearing out Aldrin’s office,” Robert said, keeping his tone neutral.

Cartwright nodded absently. “Good. Anything important?”

Robert hesitated. This was his moment to mention the folder.

But something told him not to. He clutched his bag tighter. 

“Not really,” he said instead. “Mostly just old notes and junk. I put them all inside a box by his door.”

Cartwright grunted in approval. Then, as if remembering something, he set his papers down and studied Robert more closely.

“You knew he killed himself, right?”

Robert stiffened.

“What?”

“Zachary Aldrin. Suicide. It wasn’t publicized, but yeah. He did it at home. No note, no explanation.” 

Cartwright rubbed his temple, sighing.  

“Horrible. But honestly, I don’t think anyone was surprised. He was... sort of detached. Obsessed with his work. He... lived in his own head too much.”

Robert processed the information in stunned silence, still holding the straps of his backpack. 

Zachary Aldrin hadn’t just died, he had ended his own life. 

If he had known the man had taken his own life, maybe he would have approached things differently. 

That meant whatever research Robert had just found... had been left behind by a man who no longer wanted to exist.

Trying to keep his voice casual, Robert asked, “Did he have family? Shouldn’t someone be coming to take his stuff?”

Cartwright shook his head. “No. No one’s coming.”

Robert creased his brow. “Oh...”

“Wife left. He had a daughter. But from what I heard, they weren’t close. She never even showed up at the funeral.”

Robert felt an unexpected tightness in his chest, then a shiver crawled down his spine as his attention was brought back to the contents of his backpack. 

He had been intrigued by Aldrin’s research, but now it felt haunted. 

°  °  °

Later that night, Robert sat at his desk in his small apartment, staring at the folders in front of him.

He had read through the first few pages, but much of it was beyond his understanding. The formulas, the quantum computation models. It was complex, unlike anything he had seen before.

He needed help.

His first instinct was to call Andy Sullivan, his childhood friend and one of the few people he trusted with private matters. It was hard to admit, but Andy was smarter than he looked, at least with high-level math and computational theories.

But as he reached for his phone, he paused for a second.

If he brings this to Andy, it would be the same as always. 

Robert could already picture it. Andy taking over, skimming the pages, instantly throwing out theories, making it all about himself. 

Like when they were kids. 

Robert clenched his jaw.

But this wasn’t something he could do alone. He needed to share this with someone. He wanted to tell Andy. 

With a reluctant sigh, he picked up his phone and tapped on Andy’s name.

The phone rang twice before Andy picked up.

“Robert. What’s up, buddy?”

Robert hesitated for a moment.

“Hey, uh... I found something... and I need your help.”

Andy chuckled. “That’s not ominous at all. What kind of something?”

Robert glanced at the folder, its pages filled with secrets that had been buried for decades. He needed to know what it all meant. 

“Meet me tomorrow morning, okay?”
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​​​Chapter 2: 
Bread Crumbs
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Robert had second thoughts the moment he spotted Andy, and Lauren Williams, waiting at their usual cafe.

He sighed inwardly. Of course, he brought her.

Andy sat by the window, stirring his coffee absentmindedly, grinning as soon as he saw Robert approach. His muscular frame and tight-fitting shirt made him stick out, dominating the scene like a landmark. 

Lauren sat beside him, idly scrolling through her phone, strands of her long blonde hair catching the morning sunlight. Her poised elegance complemented the establishment’s charm. 

Robert stepped onto the crosswalk as the pedestrian light turned green, bringing the self-driving vehicles to a smooth halt. 

He made his way toward the bustling cafe, where the windows framed a view of the distant Northwood campus in the background.

A serving humanoid drone walked past Robert as he made his way to Andy’s table, its articulated arms deftly placing coffee cups onto nearby tables. 

Robert slid into the seat across from them, setting his backpack down carefully.

A barista called out an order over the hum of conversation, her voice cutting through the clatter as a couple at the next table debated about what to order. 

“Why is she here?” Robert leaned in, his voice low enough that only Andy could hear.

Andy smirked, disregarding Robert’s question. “Nice to see you too, buddy.” 

Lauren looked up, flashing her effortlessly bright smile. 

“Hey, Robert. Psych class got canceled. Thought I’d tag along. Andy said you found something interesting.”

Robert stared at her, but didn’t respond right away. His grip on his bag tightened slightly. 

She was watching him, head slightly tilted, waiting for him to say something. He gave her a dry smile and held her gaze for half a second before looking away. 

He wasn’t awkward with women, but there was just something about her that made it difficult for him to hold her gaze. 

She had that way about her, always present, always listening. He never quite knew what to do with that kind of attention. Maybe because she was Andy’s girl. 

Still. He had planned for this to be a private discussion, just him and Andy. He did technically steal something from a dead man’s office. 

Andy should have told him he was bringing her. But confronting him about it would just make him double down. He always got his way. 

“Yeah,” he finally replied. Fine. He’d roll with it.

“Alright. What’s this thing you wanted to show me?” Andy reached out and placed his heavy hand on Robert’s shoulder. 

Robert unzipped his backpack and pulled out a thick stack of manila folders. 

“Promise to keep this between the three of us, okay?”

Andy gave an enthusiastic nod. Lauren met Robert’s gaze for a moment and leaned forward to get a closer look. 

He laid the folders on the table, watching as Andy’s confident grin faded into curiosity.

“Found this locked away in Zachary Aldrin’s office.”

Andy raised an eyebrow. “The guy who killed himself?”

Robert glared. “Jesus, Andy. Keep your voice down.”

He quickly glanced over his shoulder, checking to see if anyone had overheard.

Andy shrugged, flipping open one of the folders. “What? Just saying.”

Lauren’s eyes darted to Andy. “He killed himself?”

“Yeah,” Andy replied. “Shot himself in the head.”

Lauren winced, pulling back from the image his words created.

Robert let out a slow breath, keeping his head down like he was being targeted. 

“Look, I didn’t know the guy killed himself when I took that, okay? Cartwright just asked me to clean out his office.”

He forced himself to focus.

“It’s research on artificial intelligence. Artificial general intelligence.”

Andy froze mid-page turn. He blinked at Robert, then at the papers.

“Wait, what?”

Robert nodded.

“Yeah, true AI. The kind that thinks like...you know...us.”

Andy gave a short laugh, shaking his head.

“Okay... but AGI is a dead end.”

“It’s just impossible to get machines to think like us. We hit Gödelian limits years ago.”

Lauren tilted her head, pausing mid-sip of her usual soy latte, her pink lips brushing against the straw.

“Gödelian what now?”

Andy grinned, launching into lecture mode.

“Basically, some problems are unsolvable by algorithmic means. Which means—”

Robert cut him off, not wanting to get sidetracked.

“Making computers think like us is impossible because certain problems can’t be solved through programming alone.”

Andy nodded. “Right... We hit a wall. So, everyone just gave up on it.”

Lauren blinked slowly. “So it’s a hardware problem?” 

Robert glanced at her. He admitted that her question made sense. Simple, direct. She had a way of cutting through the noise. He liked that about her.

Andy continued flipping through the papers. 

“I don’t know man, maybe Aldrin wanted to break that wall, but he couldn’t. Or maybe he solved it and kept it a secret.”

Robert sat back and crossed his arms. “But why would he.. you know... kill himself?”

Andy’s head lifted, his eyes breaking away from the page. 

“Good question. Well, if he did solve it, this could be worth a lot.”  

Lauren leaned on Andy’s shoulder to get a closer look at the documents. 

“Wait... shouldn’t we turn all of this over to the university? To his family?”

“We can’t. No one’s going to look for it. Also, I kinda... you know... took it without permission...”

“Why would you do that?” Lauren looked at him directly. 

“I don’t know... Look, let’s just try to find out more about it. If it’s nothing, then no harm, right?” Robert replied. 

They spread the pages across the table, flipping through the research. Coffee cups and crumpled sandwich wrappers gradually crowded the space. 

The more they read, the stranger it got.

The documents described tests and real-world simulations. Logs of each failed attempt. Data from the altered AI models running on quantum computers. 

Andy wiped his hands on a napkin before picking up another page. Some sections abruptly ended, and some pages were missing entirely.

“This looks like... an experiment. Several experiments.”

Lauren pointed to a handwritten note in the margin.

“It says something about multiple successful attempts?”

Andy read it aloud.

“Stability issues remain persistent. Every instance results in complete shutdown. No trace remains of previous models.”

Robert’s brow furrowed. “That doesn’t sound like successful attempts—”

“—or normal programming failure,” Andy continued.

Andy grabbed one of the other folders when something shifted at the bottom of the stack. A small, thin USB drive slipped out from between the pages.

For a moment, none of them moved.

Andy reached for it. “Oh, now that’s interesting.”

Robert bent down and snatched it first. “Didn’t notice that was there before.”

Andy waved his hand over the table’s sensor to pay, the AI confirming the transaction with a faint beep. He slammed both hands on the table as he flashed an enthusiastic smile. 

“Let’s go to my place and check out what’s inside.”

°  °  °

Andy’s apartment was a mess of discarded boxes, scattered textbooks, and an obnoxiously large TV mounted on the wall.

Lauren flopped onto the couch, while Robert followed Andy to his desk, cluttered with multiple monitors and a high-end desktop computer.

Andy turned on the computer and looked at Robert, who then handed him the USB drive. He plugged it in. 

A warning sound. Then an error message. 

Andy scowled, unplugging the USB and then plugging it back in again. “That’s weird.”

Robert leaned over. “What?”

Andy clicked through the file explorer.

“The system recognizes the drive, but it won’t open. It says ‘unsupported format.’”

Robert’s eyes narrowed.

“That makes no sense. Even if it’s old, your system should still be able to read it. Maybe it’s corrupted”

Lauren, from the couch, piped up.

“Maybe it needs one of those... adapter thingies?”

Andy gave her an amused look. “It’s not an adapter problem, babe. It’s software.”

Lauren shrugged. “Still. Maybe your computer’s just too new for it?”

Robert and Andy exchanged glances.

...That actually made sense.

Andy checked the drive’s software information.

“Damnit”

Robert’s stomach tightened. “What?”

Andy moved aside so Robert could see.

The drive was formatted for an older operating system. One that had been phased out a few years ago.

It wasn’t old enough to be too old, just old enough that modern operating systems wouldn’t recognize it.

Robert let out a breath.

“We need to find a computer with an older operating system.”

Andy cracked his knuckles. “We need to go to the library. No one uses that old shit anymore. But I think the library at the university hasn’t replaced their old computers yet.”

Lauren groaned from the couch. “You two are such nerds.”

Andy smirked. 

Robert gave a nervous chuckle, the sound barely masking his unease. 

Something about this felt wrong. But he wanted to know. To see what was on the drive. To find out if Aldrin had cracked the AGI problem. 
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​​​Chapter 3: 
Digital Ghosts
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Robert adjusted the straps of his backpack as he, Andy, and Lauren stepped into the university library. The large, brightly lit room smelled of wood, old books, and floor polish. 

Tables lined the center of the space, their surfaces scattered with books, and students hunched over their laptops in quiet concentration. Towering bookshelves framed either side of the room, their contents stretching toward the ceiling in neat rows. 

By the entrance, the librarian sat at a polished desk, her keen gaze following their movements for a moment before returning to her work.

Most of the modern research computers were housed on the main floor, but Andy led them toward the basement-level archives, where the older systems were kept. The back part of the library was mostly deserted, apart from a maintenance bot methodically shelving books.

They finally reached the door at the end of the room, which led to the basement. Andy sighed dramatically. 

“This reminds me of that time we sneaked into your basement and went through your dad’s stuff before he bailed.”

Robert shot him a look, wincing at the memory. “Yeah, and you ran the second we heard footsteps. Mom went ape shit and grounded me for a week.”

Andy grinned. “Better you than me, right?”

Robert ignored the question. 

Lauren looked around as they descended the stairs. “It’s kinda creepy down here.”

It was. No one else was down here except them.  

As Andy opened the doors to the computer lab, Robert felt a sense of thrilling nervousness. Not afraid. But excited and anxious to find out what Aldrin had been working on and why he was hiding it from the world. 

Rows of ancient terminals hummed softly under the flickering fluorescent lights. This part of Northwood felt like a relic. These systems were left operational for compatibility reasons. Certain old government and research data formats still needed older hardware to be accessed.

Robert scanned the room until he spotted a machine labeled ‘OS-Willow’ in faded black marker on its casing.

“This is it,” he said, dropping his bag beside the chair. 

Andy grinned. “This is exciting. Like digging for lost treasure... except we’re digging through a dead man’s drive.”

Robert pulled out the USB drive from his backpack.

Andy leaned over his shoulder. “Well, moment of truth. Let’s see what’s inside.”

Robert turned on the computer and plugged in the USB drive, and after a few strained moments, the screen flickered to life and opened up the folder.

A directory appeared, displaying several items.

The first folder was in bold capital letters. 

PROJECT ARCHITECT—E. ALDRIN 

Robert moved his head forward to read the label. 

“E. Aldrin?”

Below it, several subfolders were listed. Experiment Logs, Test Data, and Video Logs.

Lauren blinked. “Wait. Look. Videos. Let’s check those out.”

Robert opened the folder.

Inside were dozens of time-stamped video files. The dates stretched over several years.

Andy whistled. “That’s a lot. This is way more than just research notes. This is—”

“Logs... of his work,” Robert finished.

He double-clicked the earliest video file.

The screen flickered, and suddenly, Dr. Elias Aldrin’s face appeared.

°  °  °

Elias sat in a cluttered lab, his graying hair disheveled, dark circles under his eyes. The camera’s quality was grainy, but his expression was sharp, focused.

“This is Dr. Elias Aldrin, lead researcher on Project Architect.”

“Our goal here is to build the impossible. Succeed where everyone else had failed. We want to create the first true, thinking AI. One that can operate beyond narrow, task-specific functions. A truly conscious AI.”

“We will attempt to run our latest model on this newly built quantum processor. This system is a significant leap forward. Magnitudes more powerful than any existing quantum chip.”

Robert leaned forward, intrigued. They have quantum computers, almost every department has one, but no AGI has ever been stable on them.

Elias, tapping his hands on a large computer enclosure that had a large letter “T” on its side, continued. 

“If successful, this will be the most advanced neural processing ever attempted on a quantum system.”

The camera cut to a wider view of his lab. Aldrin could be seen talking to an assistant. He then moved to a computer terminal and keyed in several commands. 

The camera cut again, this time to a screen displaying raw lines of code, rapidly compiling. 

“Uploading new construct. Running initialization—”

“Processor is powered up. Temperatures stable.”

The screen flickered, and then the video ended abruptly.

“What? That’s it? Click on the next one, Robert.”

Lauren frowned, her fingers tapping a soft rhythm against the edge of the table. She moved closer as Robert clicked on the next file.

°  °  °

Elias’s voice carried more exhaustion this time. “Attempt number twenty-four,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

“We have made significant progress in optimizing the construct. Today, we are attempting a stable AGI runtime.”

“Initializing now—”

The camera switched to the computer interface.

Lines of code flashed across the screen at an inhuman speed.

Quantum state engaged.

Processing...

Data synthesis complete.

AGI initialized.

For a brief moment, the screen went pure white.

Running...

Then—

Error: System Destabilized.

AGI Terminated.

The video froze on the last frame. An image of garbled text, outputted by the AGI before it destabilized.

The text was unreadable, a corrupted jumble of letters, numbers, and symbols.

“Well, that was a first,” Elias muttered.

“The AGI lasted less than a nanosecond. We saw a massive spike in computation, followed by complete destabilization.”

“We, unfortunately, still have no usable output.”

The video abruptly cut off.

“Open the next video,” Andy held out his hand, pointing to the next file. 

°  °  °

Elias was sitting at his desk, speaking to the camera. “We have conducted several new tests. They were... successful. At least in bringing the AGI online.”

“But every time, it only lasted for fractions of a second. Then it destabilized.” His frustration audible in his voice. 

“We will continue to tweak the model’s code. I think I am close to solving the destabilization problem.” 

°  °  °

A voice suddenly echoed through the library’s hallways.

“Library closing in ten minutes.”

Andy groaned. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

Robert quickly closed the video player.

“We need to copy everything,” he said.

Andy nodded. “Yeah, but the drive won’t work on modern systems. We need to convert the files.”

Robert’s mind immediately thought of a solution.

“We copy the videos, convert the file format of the drive, and transfer it back.”

Andy grinned. “See, this is why I keep you around, Robbie.”

Robert ignored him. He refused to respond, as Andy’s self-imposed nickname for him hung in the air. 

Within minutes, they had transferred all the files onto the converted portable drive.

Robert looked up to see the librarian standing near the computer lab door, arms crossed.

“Excuse me, you guys have to leave. We are closing in a few minutes.” The librarian gestured, pointing towards the staircase.  

As they gathered their things, Robert thought about the garbled output from the AGI’s last moment that was displayed on the video. 

A string of nonsensical letters, numbers, and symbols.

Something about it felt deliberate.

Something about it felt like a message.

°  °  °

The group gathered at Andy’s apartment, the glow of the computer monitor casting long shadows across the cluttered desk.

Lauren was on the couch, busy tapping on her phone. 

Andy was looking through the contents of the USB drive on his computer
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